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AFRICA’S VULTURE CRISIS
The decline of Africa’s vultures

Video – Cornell Lab of Ornithology



SAVANNAH VULTURES?

HOODED VULTURE

WHITE-HEADED VULTURE

WHITE-BACKED VULTURE

CAPE VULTURE LAPPET-FACED VULTURE



SOUTH AFRICAN
SAVANNAH VULTURE SPECIES



WHITE-BACKED 
VULTURE



WHITE-BACKED VULTURE
Gyps africanus



2004 2007 2012 2015

“OVERALL IT IS SUSPECTED TO HAVE 
UNDERGONE A VERY RAPID DECLINE OF 63-
89% OVER THREE GENERATIONS OWING TO 

INTENTIONAL AND UNINTENTIONAL 
POISONING...”



What 
are the 

threats?



WHY ARE VULTURES SO VULNERABLE TO POISONING? 

• Highly mobile - obligate scavengers
• Generation length
• Slow reproductive rate
• Clutch size
• Social feeding behaviour



Mass poisoning events



AFRICAN 
WILDLIFE 

POISONING 
DATABASE
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WILDLIFE POISONING FATALITIES

2014-2025
GLTFCA

2,159 
fatalities



USING GPS-TRACKED VULTURES TO ADDRESS AFRICA’S WILDLIFE 
POISONING CRISIS  

WILDLIFE POISONING FATALITIES

2079 
fatalities

2014-2025 
GLTFCA



VULTURE POISONING
what are the challenges?

PREVENTION



VULTURE 
POISONING

DIRECT POISONING INDIRECT POISONING

Harvesting of body parts for muthi/trade

Sentinel poisoning Feed on poisoned “problem carnivores”/crop destroying spp

Lead containing ammunition

Feed on animals poisoned for meat/muthi/skins



VULTURE POISONING
what are the challenges?

DETECTION



The EWT-HCT-UR 
Partnership

EWT WILDLIFE POISONING RESPONSE TRAINING
Initiated in 2014 



AN EYE 
IN THE SKY

The application of vulture tracking data 
as a way of detecting poisoning and 

feeding events.
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GPS tracking 
technology + 

vulture 
foraging = 

area 
surveillance
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EARLY DETECTION OF POISONING EVENTS

Onboard activity 
sensors to alert us 

to mortality risk

  = EARLY DETECTION OF 
POISONING



EARLY DETECTION OF POISONING EVENTS



RAPID RESPONSE TO WILDLIFE POISONING EVENTS



Treatment of Survivors



Treatment of Survivors



DAILY FORAGING BEHAVIOUR



GLTFCA
 128 VULTURES 

TRACKED 
COVERING >2,5 
MILLION KM2

The Great Limpopo Transfrontier Conservation 
Area (GLTFCA) spans approximately 100,000 
square kilometers (39,000 square miles) across 
three countries: South Africa, Mozambique, and 
Zimbabwe



FOLLOWING UP ON EYE IN THE SKY ALERTS 



1. Using a moving subset of the seven most recent 
days of tracking data (i.e., 0-7-days), we looked 
for clustering in movement data for all tracked 
subjects.

2. We then computed 500 m circular buffers around 
the cluster centroids to capture all points of the 
unique cluster. The circular buffers were then 
converted to circular cluster polygons.



3. We then calculated the 
revisitation metrics and residence 
time (i.e number of revisits, entry 
and exit time, time inside the 
cluster, as well as species and 
number of birds present in the 
cluster) to each unique 0–7-day 
circular cluster for the full data set. 



4. Feeding clusters were classified as 
clusters that were only visited in the 
0–14-day time window. Clusters 
visited more regularly were assumed 
to be roosts, watering points, 
supplementary feeding sites or 
breeding sites 

Feeding detected

Roost

Water point

Feeding detected

Feeding detected

Roost

Cluster visited only in 
last 0-7 days

Cluster visited 
regularly over 365 

days

Cluster visited only in 
last 0-14 daysCluster visited 

regularly over last 
180 days

Cluster visited 
regularly over last 

180 days



• VULTURE FORAGING 
PATTERNS

• REVISITATION

• MULTIPLE VULTURES 
CONVERGING



AN EYE IN THE SKY
USING GPS-TRACKED VULTURES TO DETECT AND RESPOND TO POISINING EVENTS

• EarthRanger – www.earthranger.com 

http://www.earthranger.com/


AN EYE IN THE SKY
MASTER SYSTEM



JANUARY 2023 
DEC 2023

Red – 54,236
Amber – 33,305 
Green – 16,671

Grey – 1,034
Total Alerts – 

105,246 
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2021 to 2025
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Enhanced Snare Detection

AN EYE IN THE SKY
USING GPS-TRACKED VULTURES TO DETECT AND RESPOND TO POISONING EVENTS

>7,250 snares removed since 
January 2021 across southern 

Africa



Poison sources/baitsSnared carcasses

22443

Carcasses

912



Enhanced Snare Detection

AN EYE IN THE SKY
SNARE DETECTION

3,180  untriggered 
snares removed



AN EYE IN THE SKY
SNARE DETECTION

• REPORTING OF SNARES 
ACROSS LARGE 
LANDSCAPES

• IMPROVING COMMS & 
INFORMATION 
SHARING

• MONITORING TRENDS 
AND HOTSPOT AREAS

• COORDINATION OF 
ALERTS AND SNARE 
SWEEPS



SNARING &  
POISONING

The link between snaring and wildlife 
poisoning is clear, and can lead to 

catastrophic impacts



POISONING TIMELINE

Meat taken 
from carcass

Poacher sets 
snares

Animal killed 
in snare

Poisoning of 
target or 

non-target 
species

Carcass 
laced with 

poison



BY ACCELERATING THE SPEED OF DETECTION FOR SNARING 
SITES, IT AFFORDS A CHANCE TO FIND POISONING EVENTS 

EARLIER, OR EVEN STOP THEM FROM HAPPENING ALTOGETHER.



THE FUTURE OF 
EYE IN THE SKY
Finding new ways to improve the 

application of vulture tracking data for 
conservation. 



FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS

• Targeted expansion of tracked subjects
• Inclusion of different species; Lion, Spotted Hyena & 

Bateleur
• Improve data sharing with relevant individuals and 

organisations
• Accelerate response time to incidents
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• >500 individuals 

tracked from 5 
different species

• Coverage – 9 
million km2

>45 triggerzones

Geofenced areas 
linked to specific 

partner and 
response teams

Location based 
alerts

EarthRanger 
Instances

Report backs and 
feedback loops



AN EYE IN THE SKY - AFRICA





A BIG THANKS TO OUR 
FEATHERED RANGERS!

Dr. Gareth Tate 
Manager: Birds of Prey Programme | Endangered Wildlife Trust
Mobile: +27 82 447 3619
E-mail: garetht@ewt.org.za 

mailto:garetht@ewt.org.za
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